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Field Crops Newsletter:
In General:
Here we go with another year. Many of you are
still wrapping up the 2002 crop, and some of it is still in
the field. There are a lot of things to think about, and I
want to start bringing some of them up for you to kick
around. I hope all of you made it through the Holidays
in good shape.
Cotton:

The 2002 crop year has been a testimonial to the
fact that problems cannot be anticipated well enough to
fully prepare. However, recognizing challenges can help
us avoid some of the surprises that present themselves.
Many of these are only continuations of present
problems, while others may be new.
Although corn acreage has increased to levels
we would not have imagined a few years ago, cotton is
still our main “cash” crop. For many farmers however,
the profitability of cotton is questionable. Cotton
producers are being squeezed by reduced demand
brought on by mill closures, high carryover, and low
quality on the one hand and by high production costs on
the other. Current international trade agreements add
another major facet to the problem. It’s time for some
serious soul-searching about the way we grow cotton and
what we do with it after it’s ginned.
In the last 25 years the costs associated with
growing a cotton crop have increased significantly, but
yields have not increased and quality has decreased. At
the same time prices received for the crop have dropped.
Farmers are surviving on the subsidies; without program
payments the Mid-South cotton industry as we know it
would likely collapse. What, if anything, can be done to
change this pattern?
The crop starts with the seed. In the seventies,
we thought $1000 per ton for cotton planting seed was
exorbitant, but now we pay $4000 and more. Returning
to older varieties and producing seed on the farm can
bring down the cost of seed. These proven varieties,
many of which were the standards of the sixties and
seventies, are still available for increase but most people
are content in allowing seed companies to raise prices
and their own profits while offering “new” varieties that
are not really improved. I believe it’s time farmers take
seed production back into their own hands.
A group of producers in Arizona has already
taken the step of releasing their own variety; producers in
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other areas can repeat this. It will also provide an
opportunity for seed certification to return to the
industry, and give us more “objective” quality control of
cotton planting seed. This will also introduce
competition into the seed market that has not existed in
many years, and a reason for seed companies to make
needed changes of their own. There are new methods
available for processing cotton planting seed that were
not available before, methods that can be adapted to
small operations without the environmental problems
once associated with delinting.
The idea of setting aside some of the new
technology is very complex. Uncertainty is a big part of
the equation, but then we must realize that uncertainty
has always been our ‘bedfellow”, and always will be.
The best we can do is get comfortable with it. In the
absence of the boll weevil we are free to allow beneficial
insects to develop fully, removing much of the concern
over worms and other pests. Instead of being our first
choice for pest control, chemicals can now be the last
resort. The boll weevil changed the production of cotton
more dramatically than anyone living can appreciate;
now that it’s gone we can take advantage of the plant’s
natural insect-repellent characteristics. The cotton plant
produces its own insect suppressant – gossypol, and it
sets several times more fruiting forms than it is capable
of maturing, an important insect-tolerance mechanism.
The subjects of weed control and tillage can be
combined since weed control is the main reason for
tillage. Selective herbicides are now available to control
weeds without tillage. Of course many people think the
soil has to be worked deep to allow roots to develop.
This is a “catch 22” situation in that soil that has been
tilled intensively for many years may need tillage until
the organic matter level is raised enough to maintain
porosity, moisture content, and aeration. Rotation crops
like corn, grain sorghum, and cool season cover crops
like wheat can provide the “bridge” to allow this to
happen, after which cotton is not dependent on tillage.
Our current situation with rutted fields is proof that
tillage cannot be completely eliminated; however it can
be reduced. We may be able to avoid tillage for a decade
or more until we have a wet harvest like 2002. Reduced
tillage pays in these wet years too since the firm soil
allows the crop to be harvested when tilled soil may not
support equipment.
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Corn:

Most of you were fortunate in getting the bulk
of the corn crop harvested before the worst fall weather,
however some fields were harvested late. These laterharvested fields reminded us of some important facts
about corn. Weathering ability is very important. I saw
fields that should have produced good yields where only
40 to 50 bushels per acre were salvaged. Other fields
resisted damage well enough to yield over 100 bushels
per acre as late as mid-November.
A corn variety’s ability to stand weathering is
determined by genetics, or how well the variety is
adapted to our area, and by soil fertility. Some lodging
was of course caused by Southwestern corn borer, but
the extent of this damage was much less than we had
expected. Most of the lodging and field deterioration
was caused by poor stalk strength that can be partly
genetic and partly related to soil fertility. In general, the
later-maturing varieties have better stalk strength and
yield. These full-season varieties usually have the best
shucks to protect the ear. The heavier shucks, however,
do not allow the grain to field-dry as rapidly. Another
plus for the full season varieties is that they are in
general more drought-tolerant and somewhat less likely
to develop aflatoxin.
All this was said to bring us to one conclusion:
unless you have an abundance of harvesting power, don’t
plant very much early-maturing corn. Place most of your
emphasis on proven later-maturing varieties that have
better stalk and shuck characteristics. Good soil fertility
is probably the most important factor in managing corn
diseases that lead to lodging and low yield. Most fields
where serious lodging is found have low pH and low
potash levels. Phosphate is also important, but is not as
directly correlated to disease as the other two factors.
High yields and weather resistance are provided by
“stacking the deck” in your favor – get your soil right
and plant a proven variety. Experiment with new
varieties, but don’t go too far with an unproven variety.
Soybeans:
We’ve had two years in a row in which late
season field deterioration has damaged or ruined a large
part of the crop. Good varieties, good soil fertility,
rotation, and fungicides all help, but so far they have not
helped enough to allow us to escape the problem. This is
a problem for which I can’t suggest a good answer.
When you combine the present situation with the
prospect of having soybean rust arrive in our area soon
the chances for success with soybeans are poor. Unless a
very good answer is suggested soon, I am ready to
suggest planting another crop – either corn or grain
sorghum. Both of these crops present management
problems that soybeans do not normally have, but they
may be a better “bet” than beans. I will do my best to
keep you posted on developments that might improve

this situation. Others may disagree with my feelings on
this.
Other Stuff:
Another big challenge is understanding and
getting used to the New Farm Bill. This should not
surprise us because every farm bill we’ve had lately has
taken years for USDA and producers to decipher. The
sign-up has actually been easier than most of us had
expected, and I hope that other aspects of
implementation will follow this pattern. Each county
will likely be given an allocation for cost-share programs
like EQIP. Go by your FSA office and get familiar with
what has to be done to apply for these programs since for
the first time in many years there will likely be funds to
improve conservation practices on “active” farms.
Take soil samples soon so you will be able to
set priorities for lime and fertilizer. This way you will
know your money is spent on the right fields and soil
areas. Otherwise you may waste money where it is not
needed and miss areas that need attention. Soil fertility
is still the foundation for profitability in cotton and other
crops; ignoring this fact is a step toward failure.
Finally, the biggest challenge is psychological.
Keeping yourself focused on doing your best with what
you have in times like this is difficult. A smart person I
cannot remember once said that the best way to insure
success is to leave yourself no other alternative. With
that being the case, we are bound to succeed – with a
little help from the man upstairs.
In Summary:
As the days go by, and planting time
approaches, I become more and more aware of the fact
that without a “financial miracle” agents like myself will
not be able to work as closely with farmers as we would
like. A direct result of this, one that “non-field” people
don’t appreciate, is that the relationship of farmers and
agents is a two-way street. Without the contact we have
with you, we can’t stay current with your needs and we
will usually be a day late and a dollar short when it
comes to helping you. Somehow we will work through
this together. As for now, I will work until the travel
funds are gone, and then I’ll “punt”. Your comments
are always welcome.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Specialized Agent - Agronomy
ernestf@ext msstate.edu
Cellular:
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